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UM FACULTY PION EER INTERNATIONAL COURSE VIA E-MAIL
MISSOULA Undaunted by language barriers and computer software perplexities, three University of
Montana—Missoula faculty members have put together an e-mail course to teach intercultural
communication to students at UM and Japan’s Kumamoto University.
It’s UM’s first course to go international via e-mail. And one of the classes engaged in the
course is setting another first as UM ’s first-ever English as a second language class for foreign
graduate students.
Students in that class and those in a communication studies class are hooked up with each
other and with Kumamoto students who are taking a sociology class that deals with intercultural
communication.
"Overall, it’s going very well," said communications studies Professor Alan Sillars, who
masterminded the course last summer and teaches the class at Kumamoto this semester. "I’m really
proud of the Kumamoto University students because they’ve had to overcome a number of
difficulties." He named several, including the chore of composing messages in English and a different
academic year that meant his students had to begin sending e-mail messages their first week of
classes.
Sillars, who’s had difficulties of his own using computer software with all menus written in
Japanese, is part of the troika teaching the experimental course, along with communication studies
Professor Jim Polsin and linguistics Visiting Instructor Donovan Lytle. While all three faculty have
their classes looking at cultural similarities and differences, Sillars is emphasizing Japanese and
American communication styles, and Lytle is using the intercultural project mainly as a medium in
which his students can improve their English. Polsin’s focus is on using "people-based data to study
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intercultural communication — using responses to arrive at generalizations," he said.
Here’s how the course works, he said. Each class is divided into four groups, each of which
is named for the topic it focuses on -- values, roles, language or non-verbal communication. Every
week each group looks at its topic in one of four contexts: general culture, education, family and
relationships.
Sillars’ class, for example, is comparing Japan and the United States in such areas as emphasis
on spoken versus unspoken meaning, directness in language, cultural views of self and approaches to
decision-making, conflict and persuasion.
Each group has a minimum of 16 e-mail exchanges: eight exchanges in which they ask
questions of the other two groups and eight exchanges in which they respond to the other groups’
questions. For part of their final grade, the students in all three classes will each write a five- to
seven-page paper to be exchanged through e-mail.
"We have a lot of e-mail to keep up with," Lytle said. But, he said, it’s interesting because
"the questions are creative and insightful. The replies range from serious to humorous. The topics
turn to things like the glass ceiling in Japan and equality of the sexes."
His class in English as a second language comprises foreign graduate students from Russia,
Thailand, Korea and Japan who may have adequate English language skills for graduate study in
mathematics or computer science but not such fields as law or journalism. These students provide
"an expatriate point of view" for the course, Lytle said, rounding out the mix of strictly American
and Japanese perspectives from the other two classes.
As primary designer of the course, Sillars likes the way it’s working despite difficulties in
coordinating schedules among the three classes. "I don’t see a better way o f setting it up just now,"
he said.
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Contacts: Jim Polsin, 243-4251; Donovan Lytle, 243-2084; Alan Sillars, sillars@gpo.kumamotou.ac.jp; Bob Hausmann, 243-4751.
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